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Middle School Academic Performance:
An Exploratory Analysis of the Fulton County School District
Executive Summary
The purpose of this study is to examine the impact that race and economic status have on
middle school academic performance in the Fulton County School District. Descriptive statistics
were used to critically analyze how these demographic variables affect middle school academic
performance. The mean Criterion Reference Competency Test (CRCT) scores in mathematics
and reading were recorded for each of the 22 middle schools in Fulton County from 2006 to
2009 and compared according to race and economic level. The results were grouped together by
grade, year, and test subject in order to find trends that occurred over the past three school years.
The findings support previous research that indicates that African American and Hispanic
students residing in lower socioeconomic neighborhoods produce lower math and reading
proficiency scores on standardized tests. The concluding recommendations found in this paper
aim to improve middle school academic achievement in Fulton County through the
compensatory implementation of aggressive inclusionary zoning practices strategically targeting
neighborhoods that feed into racially and economically homogeneous public schools in the
district. However, in order for future housing reforms and education funding streams to be
redirected in any meaningful way, educators, city planners, and real estate developers must
collectively work together and plan on a regional level.
Conventional wisdom maintains that the economic and social value of a community is
largely reflected in the quality of its schools. However, providing a quality education in urban
school districts often proves to be a problematic undertaking; largely as a result of the negative
consequences that result from urban sprawl. The Fulton County School District provides a clear
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depiction of how such side effects as urban core poverty, unemployment, limited mobility,
economic disinvestment, social isolation, city/suburban school disparities, public health threats,
and safety risks impact the political, cultural, legal, and economic vitality of a city. For instance,
a great wave of ecological transplantation known as suburbanization occurred as a response to
the exponential population growth that Atlanta experienced between the 1960s and 1990s. The
resulting division between business and residential demographics cut the city and suburbs very
deeply across racial and ethnic lines which promoted racially-biased urban development patterns
and economically-exclusionary zoning practices.
In conclusion, the inadequate access to a quality education afforded to these marginalized
student subgroups has yet to be controlled in Fulton County despite a recent rise in Caucasians
migrating back to the city center.

Ultimately, this paper acknowledges the deeply rooted

institutional barriers associated with the interconnectedness of housing and education policies
which perpetuate the egregious biases endemic to the American education system.

The final

discussion pulls the best practices utilized by other large, urban school districts in order to
distinguish the key characteristics of a good school.

This study identifies such a school as an

educational institution governed by equitable principles and guided by economic platforms
where learning is centered on effective practices and maximized through efficient preparation.
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Middle School Academic Performance:
An Exploratory Analysis of the Fulton County School District
Introduction
This conceptual analysis examines middle school academic achievement in the Fulton
County school district. Fulton County is a large urban school district with 98 public schools,
approximately 6,200 classroom teachers, and over 86,000 students (Fulton County Schools
2010). According to the Governor’s Office of Student Achievement, the demographic make-up
of the district is as follows: African American, 42 percent; Caucasian, 35 percent; Hispanic, 11
percent; Asian, 9 percent; and Multiracial, 4 percent (Fulton County Schools 2010). Of those
students, 43 percent are eligible for free or reduced meals; 10 percent of the student body has
medically documented learning disabilities; and 7 percent are categorized as a student with
limited English proficiency (Fulton County Schools 2010).

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the impact that race and economic status have on
middle school academic performance in Fulton County. Secondary data were collected on the 22
middle schools in this district in order to investigate trends that may be developing based on
socioeconomic variables throughout the district. The results were grouped together by grade,
year, and test subject in order to find trend patterns over three academic school years between
2006 and 2009.

For the purpose of this study, academic performance or achievement is

quantified by the percentage of sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students who score at or above
the proficiency levels of reading and mathematics as stipulated by the standards governing the
Criterion Reference Test (CRCT). It is my hope that by descriptively showing how these
1

demographic variables affect middle school performance in reading and mathematics, future
housing reforms and education funding schemes may be more effectively redirected in order to
strategically reconcile the areas that are the most deficient in academic success within the
county.

Statement of the Problem and Research Question
A recent study recognized Georgia as one of the 15 states that produce the highest
number of dropouts in the nation (Balfanz and Legters 2004, v). The connection between a poor
performing middle school and a school district’s dropout rate “can vividly be seen in the fact that
the very areas which have the highest concentration of weak promoting power high schools, the
urban North and the South, are also the areas with the lowest eighth-grade NAEP scores,
particularly among minorities” (Balfanz and Legters 2004, 23).

This is because basic reading

and mathematical skills are being underdeveloped during the middle grades. In turn, these poor
performing eighth grade students are eventually being promoted, and released ill-prepared for the
challenges of high school which increases the students’ chances of being held back in ninth
grade and ultimately dropping out of high school.
In short, middle schools are struggling all across America and large urban school districts
such as Fulton County are not immune; even our wealthiest districts are being affected.
According to the New York City Department of Education, in “January 2007 nearly half of all
New York City schools failing under No Child Left Behind (NCLB) standards were middle
schools” (Eodonnell 2007). More specifically, of those students, “over 70 percent of eighth
graders failed to meet both reading and math state standards” (Eodonnell 2007).
Given this background, this paper aims to address two research questions:
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1. Does economic status affect middle school academic achievement in the
Fulton County School District?
2. Does racial background affect middle school academic achievement in the
Fulton County School District?

Relevancy of the Research
This study contributes to the recently revived debate concerning the economic
desegregation of the American school system in multiple ways. First, this exploratory study
assesses academic achievement in a large, desegregated suburban middle school in which
performance benchmarks in mathematics and reading are tracked by various socioeconomic
characteristics. Second, this study builds on the abundance of prior research that examined the
correlation between race, economic status, and academic achievement.

Third, the work

emphasizes the critical connection between equitable housing policy and effective education
policy. The mean Criterion Reference Competency Test (CRCT) scores in mathematics and
reading were recorded for each of the 22 middle schools in Fulton County from 2007 to 2010,
and compared by race and economic status.
The results presented in this paper support previous research findings that “poor
academic performance and underachievement persists among ethnic minority youth, compared to
Caucasian youth” (Taylor and Graham 2010, 52). The findings in this study also show that
economic status is a strong indicator of academic success as previous works have found (Caldras
1999).

In fact, the 2009 National Center for Education Statistics estimated that African

American eight grade students scored 25 points lower on mathematics proficiency tests than their
Caucasian peers in Georgia (U.S. Department of Education 2009). On average, Hispanic eighth
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grade students scored 15 points lower than the same cohort of Caucasian students. Furthermore,
economically disadvantaged students or those students who were eligible for a free or reducedprice lunch, which is a key indicator of poverty, scored 26 points lower than their noneconomically disadvantaged peers on mathematics proficiency tests (U.S. Department of
Education 2009). The reading achievement gap was slightly less dramatic.
These findings suggest that a gross disparity in academic performance exists among
African American students that live in high-poverty communities when compared to their peers
living in low-poverty communities. Identifying the achievement patterns experienced among
low and high-poverty students will provide a rich description of how community dynamics affect
academic achievement for stakeholders. Hopefully, by drawing attention to the complex issues
faced by struggling middle school students emerging from high-poverty communities, a broader
audience will be inspired to gain a greater understanding of the perceived socioeconomic barriers
associated with low achievement among all students in their community. This discussion may
also serve as a summary of solutions to guide policymakers who are expected to develop a
school system that prioritizes equity in learning among all its students while effectively
managing a school district that can function efficiently within the fiscal limitations and legal
restrictions.

Literature Review
As judicial precedence erodes the principles of equity and access to a quality education
for all students in America that were established by the historic decision in Brown v Board of
Education case 57 years ago, and “races [increasingly choose] to live separately, classrooms are
headed back to where they started—segregated” (Downey 2003). On June 28, 2007, the legal
ambiguity surrounding the constitutional limits on the use of mandatory desegregation policies as
4

a mechanism to produce more racially balanced school enrollment was clarified in Parents
Involved in Community Schools (PICS) v. Seattle School District. Smrekar (2009, 210) considers
this case to be “one of the most consequential U.S. Supreme Court rulings on race and education
since Brown in 1954.” Although the ruling “limited the use of race in student assignment and
school choice plans,” the presiding judge offered three compelling alternatives that many
districts across the nation are already implementing” (Smrekar 2009, 210). Justice Kennedy
suggested rezoning student attendance zones to encompass racially defined or segregated
neighborhoods. Building new schools in racially mixed neighborhoods, and developing special
or unique programs such as magnet schools were the two other recommendations suggested by
Justice Kennedy (Smrekar 2009).
Critics will argue that these remedies are implausible due to low community support and
the high cost for the district. For instance, cross-town busing plans which often disproportionate
burden African American families typically yield low parental support due to the far proximity
of the school to the home. Implementing a busing program requires extra coordination between
the student and parents relative to after-school programs and emergency situations.

Currently,

school boards are pressured to increase budgetary surpluses. Therefore, a proposal suggesting
that a new school should be built would inevitably be challenged since such an endeavor requires
districts to dip into their already limited resources. Even if the new school were intended to be
centered on a special program such as a magnet or charter schools, the critics will reject the
notion to budget for a school or program that already exist (Smekar 2009).
However, proponents of the resegregation movement argue that the long-term economic
and social benefits that result from academic achievement will eventually outweigh the costs
associated with cross-town busing. These benefits include increased chances to pursue higher
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education, more value on the job market, decreased likelihood of criminal behavior, and
heightened self-esteem that one acquires from receiving a diploma. Additionally, expanded
parental choice, and more involved neighborhood–school–community connections are other
important human and social capital benefits that should not be overlooked when considering
means to desegregate schools.
Even though racial or ethnic segregation is easily observed, the most profound form of
segregation noted in the classroom today is linked to economic status. Orfield and Yun’s report
on the academic impact of desegregation states that “when African-American and Latino
students are segregated into schools where the majority of students are non-white, they are very
likely to find themselves in schools where poverty is concentrated” (Orfield and Yun 1999, 3).
In contrast, “segregated white students, whose majority-white schools almost always enroll high
proportions of students from the middle class” (Orfield and Yun 1999, 3).
Noting this crucial difference is important “because concentrated poverty is linked to
lower educational achievement” (Orfield and Yun 1999, 3). The authors recognize that “school
level poverty is related to many variables that [a]ffect a school’s overall chance at successfully
educating students” (Orfield and Yun 1999, 3).

Some of these variables include “parent

education levels, availability of advanced courses, teachers with credentials in the subject they
are teaching, instability of enrollment, dropouts, untreated health problems, and lower collegegoing rates” (Orfield and Yun 1999, 3).
Naturally, economically segregated schools will arise within a district under the existing
neighborhood-based attendance zones premise. Currently, the majority of the public school
districts’ revenue is derived from property taxes. As a result, low-income minority students in
America have not seen a true improvement in educational opportunities because the complicated
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web of “both institutional and systemic impediments and cultural deficiencies [that] keep [this
vulnerable population] from escaping poverty and the ghetto” has yet to be overhauled (Ford
2009, 1). However, the economic collapse of September 2008 presents the federal government
with a unique opportunity to aggressively address the influx in residential mobility across the
nation while positively impacting our students’ academic achievement.
In fact, the United States Secretary of Education Arne Duncan acknowledged that the
current economic downturn will deeply affect low-income children more than others as districts
across America attempt to balance their budgets by cutting educational programs and jobs.
Essentially, actions such as these will only perpetuate the crisis in education particularly at the
often overlooked middle school level.

As a result, local housing and education reform

campaigns have arisen throughout the county calling for school districts to design an educational
system aimed at achieving a balance between socioeconomic status and student achievement.
One education intervention that has gained momentum across the country since the early 1970s
to combat economic school segregation is known as "inclusionary zoning" (IZ). IZ strategies
were created as a response to suburban zoning policies that have come to be collectively known
as exclusionary zoning (Cardinale 2009, 1).
In 2008, the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission defined inclusionary zoning as a
practice that “creates affordable housing with minimal public expenditure and in a way that
avoids the creation of pockets of low-income households in a community” (Lehigh Valley
Planning Commission 2008, 5). Under the inclusionary framework, housing policy dictates that
developers of large subdivisions are required to set aside 12 to 15 percent of units for moderate
and low-income families.

In return, developers that participate in constructing these mixed

income communities may “receive the right to build more units, faster approvals and permits, tax
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or impact fee abatement, or other incentives” (Atlanta Neighborhood Development Partnership
Inc., 2007).

Nonprofit organizations and education reform advocates argue that such

communities greatly benefit from the diversified population which in turn strengthens the local
tax base, retains the communities’ competitive advantage in attracting employers, and helps
reshape economically and environmentally damaging commuting patterns (California
Department of Housing and Community Development 2011).
In addition to the aforementioned benefits, contemporary research shows a correlation
between redefined school districts achieving socioeconomic balance and academic success.
Therefore, struggling school districts such as Fulton County should review the best practices
being implemented by other large suburban school districts that are predominated by racial
minorities and comprised of an increasing number of low-income families. The results of one
such study, recently conducted by the RAND Corporation, show how Montgomery County
which is located right outside of the Washington, District of Columbia area successfully closed
the racial and economic achievement gap through economic integration. This county has a 90
percent high school graduation rate, “two-thirds of its high school students take at least one
Advanced Placement course, and the average Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) score greatly
exceeds the national average” (Schwartz 2010, 3).
The Century Foundation funded a recent study in which two education reform strategies
being used by Montgomery County, Maryland, are compared (Schwartz 2010, 5). This study
traces the longitudinal academic progress of 850 public housing students in higher-poverty red
zones, and more affluent green zone elementary schools between 2001 and 2007 (Kantrowitz
2010). The findings are particularly powerful because families who applied for public housing
in Montgomery County were randomly assigned to their homes by lottery. In this way, the study
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minimizes the self selection effects that cloud much educational research. Schwartz (2010)
shows how economic housing integration can promote academic achievement, by using
Montgomery County as a case study. Similar inclusionary zoning policies have since spread to
over one hundred high-cost housing markets in California, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New
York City, New Mexico, Colorado, the greater Washington, D.C. metro area, and Vermont,
among other places.
A unique feature of Montgomery County’s inclusionary zoning policy is that the public
housing authority can purchase up to one-third of the apartments. Additionally, unlike other
national housing authorities, Montgomery County elected to avoid “large-scale public housing
projects in favor of placing scattered-site family developments throughout the county’s
neighborhoods (Schwartz 2010, 13).

Montgomery’s experience exposes the two critically

requirements for IZ to work which are strong political support and a strong housing market;
unfortunately, Fulton County has neither.
Beyond the common resistance to affordable housing solutions such as those vocalized
by real estate agents who agonize over decreased property value or home owners associations
that fear a potential increase in crime; a unique challenge to the successful implementation of
such a program in the Atlanta metro area is caused by the spatial juxtaposition between housing
choices and employment centers which exploit the city’s traffic congestion and air quality
concerns. This means that the more attractive housing and school choices increase, the further
north one drives away from the city-center’s employment hub. As a result, the detrimental
commuting trends that Atlanta experiences continue to drive the disparity between growth in the
northern regions and economic isolation in the southern areas.

Therefore, this analysis

recommends that the city’s new mayor join the regional plan being developed by former Atlanta
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mayor Shirley Franklin in order to correct this growing imbalance. However, recent relocation
trends in Atlanta have sparked policymakers to consider employing inclusionary zoning within
the city limits as many white, middle to upper-class families are leaving the suburbs and moving
back into the urban core of cities.

Methodology
Type of Experimental Design Used
The purpose of this exploratory study is to show how middle school academic
performance has changed in Fulton County over the past three school years among students from
different races and economic status. An exploratory research design is used to graphically
compare the raw secondary data and explain the study findings in a meaningful way through the
use of descriptive statistics, graphs, and charts.

This conceptual framework allowed the

researcher to investigate a relatively unexplored solution to the academic achievement disparity
found between high-poverty and low-poverty students in a large desegregated suburb through the
inclusion of several case studies that successfully implemented economic desegregation
alternatives in school districts across the county. The secondary data included in this study are
comprised of state and local demographic statistics collected from various governmental
websites. Additionally, the Criterion Reference Competency Test (CRCT) scores used in this
study were taken directly from the Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (GOSA) website.

Variables/Operational Definitions
This exploratory research deployed the methodology used by the California Department
of Education STAR Reporting Analysis. Both studies use descriptive statistics to compare the
mean scale test scores and the percent of students scoring at or above proficiency in mathematics
10

and reading (California Department of Education 2009). Proficiency levels were determined
based on the Georgia Department of Education Criterion Reference Competency Test
standardized test score. For the purpose of this study, the dependent variable is academic
achievement, measured as the percentage of students that met the CRCT standard performance
expectations set by the Georgia Performance Standards (GPS) as recorded on the GOSA website
(Georgia Department of Education 2011). The CRCT are state-mandated achievement tests
intended to gauge the quality of education throughout Georgia (Georgia Department of
Education 2010). The tests are for students in grades 1 through 8 and are comprised of five
subject areas including reading, English/language arts, mathematics, science, and social studies
depending on grade level (Georgia Department of Education 2008a).
According to the Georgia Department of Education (2010), these test scores are the
primary indicator used to measure how well Georgia students have acquired the knowledge and
specific skills taught from the state curriculum which is known as Georgia Performance
Standards.

The “results provide information about the academic achievement of students,

classes, school systems, and the state” (Georgia Department of Education 2008a, 2).
Additionally, the tests also serve as a standardized tool to measure accountability as a part of the
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) requirements stipulated by the federal No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB), and are also the criteria by which some student promotion and retention decisions
are made (Georgia Department of Education 2010). Student scores are reported according to
three performance levels as presented in Figure 1.
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The independent variables examined in this study were derived from previous national
and local studies on disparities in education. The researchers identified race and economic status
as key variables that are likely to have an influence on a student’s academic achievement. The
racial backgrounds of interest were limited to African American, Hispanic, and Caucasian
students due to the highly homogenous student demographics found at some of the middle
schools studied.

At the district level, the economic status of students is measured as the

percentage of students enrolled in the free or reduced priced lunch (FRPL) which is often
considered a strong indicator of poverty. Students that qualify for the FRPL program are
described as economically disadvantaged and those that do not qualify for this program are
categorized as not economically disadvantaged.
Free or reduced price lunch (FRPL) enrollment figures will serve as a reliable poverty
measure alternative to determine the economic status of students at the school district level.
Annual FRPL data are regularly used within school districts to determine a school’s eligibility
12

for Title I funds or when determining whether a subgroup of needy students is making Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) under the No Child Left Behind Act. Students are entitled to free lunches
if their families’ incomes are below 130 percent of the annual income poverty level guideline
established by the United States Department of Health and Human Services and updated
annually by the Census Bureau (Federal School Nutrition Programs 2010).

Currently, the

Bureau’s 2010 poverty guidelines stipulate that if a family of four’s combined earned income is
equal to or less than $22,050 annually, then the family is considered living in poverty and the
student is eligible for a free lunch (Federal School Nutrition Programs 2010). Students who are
members of households receiving food stamp benefits or cash assistance through the Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families block grant also qualify for free meals.
The secondary test score data collected for the descriptive analysis was calculated by the
Georgia Department of Education and published on the GOSA website for each of the three
school years studied. The recorded scores on the website are actually a scale score which is a
mathematical transformation of the raw score and generally range from 650-900 (Georgia
Department of Education 2010, 5). The reported scale scores are derived by converting the
number of correct responses on the test (the raw score) to the CRCT scale; these scaled score
values are equivalent across test forms within the same content area and grade (Georgia
Department of Education 2010, 6).
Finally, after creating a detailed database on the reported test scores for each of the 22
middle schools in Fulton County over the past three school years, the results were compared by
race and economic status.

These data were entered into the Number Cruncher Statistical

Software (NCSS) spreadsheet for further analysis. The box plot graphs were created using
NCSS software and the bar and line graphs were created in excel. The mean and standard

13

deviation results were calculated using excel formulas and NCSS. These results were then
entered into a summarized table in excel (see Appendix 2) and graphically displayed using
various graphs. Once all the data were analyzed, the two lowest performing schools were
analyzed in more detail. The descriptive analysis was limited to comparing the same grade and
subject by year within a school, between schools, or between a school and its district, its county,
or the state. Therefore, when making comparisons, the reader should consider comparing the
percent of students that met the expectations set forth by the Georgia Performance Standards as
indicated by a performance level 2. This is because the state target is for all students to score at
or above proficient.

Unit of Analysis and Threats to Validity
Although threats to internal validity, external validity, and measurement reliability are
inevitable due to the limited sample size, poor data collection methods, and the non-experimental
research design applied in this study; the conclusions obtained in this work still provides useful
information to stakeholders which can be generalized to other large, urban school districts. The
unit of analysis for this study is public middle school in the Fulton County School District.
Using schools as the unit of analysis can weaken the internal validity of the research due to the
variability in school size. Therefore, the comparison results can be skewed because a smaller
school’s mean scale score on the CRCT is given the same weight as a larger school. Moreover,
the study sample is a convenience sample comprised of only 22 public schools in Georgia. Since
private school test results were excluded from this study, questions may be drawn regarding how
accurately the findings represent student achievement throughout the entire school district. A
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comparative analysis of more than one school district would have strengthened this research
design.
When examining the mean CRCT scores provided by the state, it is important to note that
achievement gains noted in Fulton County during the 2008 to 2009 school year may not be
legitimate due to the unusually high number of wrong answers. These answers were initially
erased and replaced with correct answers which were detected on individual student answer
sheets in reading, English-Language arts, and mathematics.

In 2010, a comprehensive

examination of all answer documents for grades 1 through 8 was conducted. Last Spring, CTBMcGraw Hill (CTB), the state’s testing vendor that develops and scores the CRCTs, released
their findings on the erasure investigation.
The notable strengths of assessing and evaluating the raw data documenting mathematics
and reading proficiency scores on the Georgia Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT)
from the GOSA website stems from the utilization of standardize testing, accessibility of
longitudinal datasets, and utilization of uniform operational definitions. Standardized testing
provides a normative standard to quantify and compare academic performance throughout the
state which increases the internal and external validity of this study. Also collecting data from
three school years strengthen the external validity by ensuring that the resulting trends were not
caused by an extraneous event happening that could have skewed the figures for a particular
year. Additionally, the uniform operational definitions of variables also strengthens the internal
validity of this research by ensuring that each of the operational definitions of the variables
presented in this paper matches those listed on the George Department of Education’s website.
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Findings
Reading performance based on race and economic status
The mean percentage of students to meet the 6th, 7th, and 8th grade standards on the CRCT
during the 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009 school years (SY) were used to analyze the
impact that race and economic status had on middle school reading and math performance in the
Fulton County School District. After analyzing the results of the math and reading assessment,
bar graphs, box plots, and charts were included to visually summarize the data and note trends
between the student subgroups. The results for middle school reading proficiency are depicted in
Table 1. Table 1 presents a summary of level 2 reading achievement statistics for all 22 middle
schools which were weighted as a mean value. Table 2 explains the same data except the scores
express the mean pass rate at each grade level when all scores for all three school years studied
are averaged. Appendix 2 is also referenced in this section because this table lists the modal and
median test scores for each grade level. The dispersion of the dataset values for each grade level
is also listed in this appendix.
African American students experienced a three year average pass rate of 92 percent. This
score remained the closest to the total mean score of 93 percent for all five student subgroups
combined and averaged over the three year period (see Table 1). When all school years were
combined, Caucasian middle school students revealed the highest pass rate of 98 percent which
is 5 points above the mean. The non-economically disadvantaged students followed this positive
trend with a 96 percent pass rate. Caucasian and non-economically disadvantaged middle school
students were the only subgroups to score above the mean for all three grade levels as reported in
Tables 1 and 2.

Hispanic and economically disadvantaged students reported the lowest

combined pass rate with 88 percent and 89 percent of their respective subgroups meeting the
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standards (see Table 1). On average, these two populations of the middle school student body
scored very similarly. In short, tables 1 and 2 clearly indicates that middle school students from
varied demographic backgrounds are meeting the basic reading proficiency standards on the
CRCT assessment with pass rates averaging 91 for 7th grade students, 92 for 6th grade students,
and 95 for eighth grade students as reported in Table 2.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Figures 2, 4, and 6 illustrate the middle school reading performance of all 22 middle
schools by grade level over time. Figures 3, 5, and 7 show the median scores and the spread of
the data for each subgroup for all years and grade levels combined. Figure 2 indicates that nearly
80 percent of all students who were administered the reading CRCT during the three school
17

years studied met the standards (see Figures 2 to 7). The lowest recorded pass rate among 6th
grade students for all years studied was 88 percent (see Figure 2). Figure 4 shows the lowest
pass rate for 7th grade students to be 81 percent. Among Eight grade students, 84 percent was the
lowest pass rate recorded. This score was calculated from Hispanic students during the 2006 to
2007 SY (see Figure 6). The higher 6th grade average pass rate on the reading assessment of the
CRCT may be linked to the theory that younger students are inherently more engaged in
learning, especially with respect to reading, than the higher grade levels. Students in the high
grade levels tend to be exposed to curriculums more focused on math and science in preparation
for high school. In contrast, the highest pass rates for each of the grade levels studied were 97,
98, and 99 percent for 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students respectively (see Figures 2, 4, and 6).

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Figure 3 reveals that the highest median scores among sixth grade students were found
among Caucasian and not economically disadvantaged students. Both subgroups had a median
18

score of 98 percent. Sixth grade African American students had a median score of 91 percent;
while a median score of 90 percent was recorded for Hispanic and economically disadvantaged
students. Hispanic sixth grade students had the greatest spread in the data with scores ranging
from 67 to 100 points (see Appendix 2). The other four subgroups are between 81 to 100 points
plus or minus one percentage point according to results presented in Appendix 2. An outlier was
indicated at 91 percent for Hispanic students, but no outliers were found among economically
disadvantaged or African American students. The remaining outliers were found at 96 percent
for not economically disadvantaged students, and 89 and 87 percent for Caucasian 6th grade
students (see Figure 3). Appendix 2 reveals that Hispanic 6th grade students had the lowest
modal score of all three grade levels at 87 percent. The remaining modal scores for the other
student subgroups were as follows: African American, 89 percent; Caucasian, 100 percent;
economically disadvantaged, 90 percent; and not economically disadvantaged, 99 percent (see
Appendix 2).
As shown in Figure 5, economically disadvantaged seventh grade students had the lowest
median score with 84 percent, and Hispanic students median score was only three points higher.
In contrast, Caucasian students held the highest median score among 7th grade students at 98
percent. Not economically disadvantaged students’ median score trailed slightly behind the
highest median score by one point, as indicated in Figure 5. Seventh grade African American
students had a median score of 91 percent, which is exactly the same as their 6th grade results.
Outliers were found at 80 percent for Caucasian students and at 79 and 80 percent for not
economically disadvantaged students.

No outliers were found amongst economically

disadvantaged, Hispanic, or African American students.
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The most variance in level 2 reading scores was observed among the 7th grade results.
The range of data was more varied among the 7th grade results when compared to the 6th and 8th
grade scores (see Appendix 2). Hispanic seventh grade students had the greatest spread in the
data with scores ranging from 63 to 100 points; Caucasian 7th graders, on the other hand, had the
tightest range with a spread from 89 to 100 points (Figure 5 and Appendix 2).

African

American and economically disadvantaged students respectively ranged from 72 to 100, and 71
to 100 (see Appendix 2). The range for not economically disadvantaged students spanned from
81 to 100 points.
Surprisingly, Hispanic 7th grade students had the highest modal score of all three grade
levels at 100 percent. This likely due to the large range of scores coupled with the high presence
of null value data recorded for this subgroup. The null or no value scores were recorded using an
asterisk in the dataset spreadsheet. Out of the 66 scores record for 7th grade Hispanic students,
16 were null values. The remaining modal scores for the other student subgroups were as
follows: African American, 93 percent, Caucasian, 98 percent, economically disadvantaged, 84
percent, and not economically disadvantaged, 97 percent.

These results are presented in

Appendix 2.
Eighth grade median scores were the highest among of all three grade levels examined.
Hispanic students had the lowest median score with 93 percent, economically disadvantaged
students followed with a net gain of one point above the lowest median score (see Figure 7). In
contrast, Caucasian students maintained the highest median score among 8th grade students at
100 percent, as illustrated in Figure 7. With a median score of 99 percent, not economically
disadvantaged eighth grade students trailed behind the highest median score by one point. This
one point difference in median scores is a replicated in the 7th grade results as well (see Figure 5
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and 7). African American eighth grade students had a median score of 96 percent, which is 5
points higher than the 6th and 7th grade results for this subgroup F(Figure 7 and Appendix 2).
Multiple outliers were found among Caucasian and not economically disadvantage students. The
first subgroup found outliers at 82, 84, 87, and 89 percentage points. The latter subgroup
revealed outliers at 82 and 87 percentage points. One outlier was indicated at 82 percent for
African American eighth grade students (Figure 7). No outliers were found among Hispanic or
economically disadvantaged students.
The spread of the mean level 2 reading scores had the least variance among eighth grade
students, when compared to the results for 6th and 7th grade students. Hispanic eighth grade
students had the greatest variation with scores ranging from 63 to 100 points. In fact, this
subgroup had the greatest variance in scores at each grade level, and the range remained exactly
the same from 7th to 8th grade (see Appendix 2). Economically disadvantage students scores
ranged from 76 to 100 points, and African American students had a reading score that ranged
from 88 to 100 points. Caucasian students had a 12 point range with scores that scaled between
88 to 100 points.

The least variance in scores was observed among not economically

disadvantaged eight grade students with scores remaining between 90 to 100 points. Appendix 2
also shows an eighth grade modal score of 100 percent for all five subgroups.
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Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Figure 4.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

It is important to note that seven of the 22 schools studied had virtually no Caucasian
students in attendance. The following schools had no recorded data for Caucasian students on
the GOSA website: Camp Creek, Hapeville Charter, KIPP South Fulton Academy, McNair, Paul
D. West, Sandtown, and Woodlawn Middle Schools.

Additionally, eight schools had no

reportable data on Hispanic students due to extremely low representation. Camp Creek, Fulton
Science Academy, Hapeville Charter, KIPP South Fulton Academy, McNair, Renaissance, River
Trail, and Sandtown Middle Schools were among the cluster of schools with only ten or fewer
Hispanic students. Moreover, during the 2006-2007 SY, there was not any reading assessment
scores recorded for non-economically disadvantaged 6th and 7th grade students at Renaissance
Middle School. There was not any data listed for economically disadvantaged students at Fulton
Science Academy and River Trail Middle School, along with Renaissance Middle School during
these school years either.
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Mathematics performance based on race and economic status
Table 3 summarizes mean level 2 pass rate on the math CRCT assessment for 6th, 7th, and
8th grade middle school students during the 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009 school years
for all 22 public schools in the Fulton County School District. The mathematics performance
statistics for all 22 middle schools are explained in Table 4. Figures 8, 10, and 12 illustrate the
mean pass rate over time for each grade level. Figures 9, 11, and 13 use a Turkey box plot to
express the spread in the math scores as well as present the median or middle score for each
grade level.
The total mean pass rate for all five student subgroups was 78 percent when all the scores
were combined and averaged over the three year period, as shown in Table 3. Caucasian and not
economically disadvantaged students were the only subgroups to exceed the mean for all three
grade levels, both subgroups scored at least eleven points above the grade level mean (see Table
4). On average, 91 and 86 percent of students from these two subgroups met the level 2 CRCT
math standards. Not economically disadvantaged students’ mean pass rate also never fell below
the mean (see Table 3). As shown in Table 4, this subgroup of students surpassed the mean by at
least 7 points for all three grade levels. On the other hand, with the exception of only one data
point during the 2007-2008 SY, economically disadvantaged students had the lowest mean pass
rates at each grade level for all three years studied (see Table 3). This population of students had
a total pass rate average of 68 percent. When all three school years were combined for each
grade level; Table 4 shows that this subgroup scored at least seven points below the total mean at
each grade respective grade.
Although African American and Hispanic students produced an average pass rate of 72
percent when all years were averaged together (Table 3); Hispanic students scored 6 points
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below the total mean score at each grade level on the math assessment of the CRCT (see Table
4). With gains of 16 points above the mean and scores 13 points below the 6th grade total pass
rate score of 72 percent, Table 4 reveals that sixth grade students displayed both the highest and
lowest pass rate averages, when compared to the 7th and 8th grade results. Eighth grade students
had the highest pass rates on the math assessment of the CRCT, when compared to 6th and 7th
grade students. It is logical that the higher math scores were derived from the highest middle
school grade level since these students have been exposed to more education that their lower
grade peers. Eighth grade students need to be prepared for the more advanced math curriculum
in awaiting them in high school which will likely be delivered at more accelerated pace.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Figures 8, 10, and 12 show the middle school mathematics performance of all 22 middle
schools by grade level over time. Figures 9, 11, and 13 present the median scores and the spread
of the data for each subgroup for all years and grade levels combined. The dispersion of the data
points, as well as the median and modal scores are summarized in Appendix 2. The median
score is the number found exactly in the middle of the dataset. The modal score is the one that
occurs the most frequently within the range of scores listed in the dataset with the exclusion of
null scores which are recorded as an asterisk. Barely 50 percent of all the students who were
administered the math CRCT during the three school years studied met the standards (see
Figures 8 to 13). The lowest recorded pass rate among 6th grade students for all years studied
was 53 percent as presented in Figure 8. The lowest pass rate for 7th grade students was 64, and
71 for 8th grade students (see Figures 10 and 12). The highest pass rate for 6th grade students was
recorded at 90 percent. As expected, the highest pass rate for 7th and 8th grade students exceeded
the sixth grade score by four and five points respectively.
Economically disadvantaged 6th grade students revealed the lowest median score at this
grade level at 60 percent, as illustrated in Figure 9. This same figure reveals that the highest
median scores for 6th grade students were found among the Caucasian subgroup which had a
median pass rate of 93 percent as presented in Appendix 2. Figure 9 shows that the second
highest median pass rate for this grade level was observed among the subgroup of students
categorized as not economically disadvantaged at 88 percent.

African American and Hispanic

students had a median score of 65 and 67 percent respectively. Hispanic sixth grade students
demonstrated the greatest dispersion with scores ranging from 28 to 96 points, as shown in
Appendix 2. The shortest score distribution was found among Caucasian students, with a 54
point spread, which ranged between 45 to 99 percent. With scores spanning from 45 to 100
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points, not economically disadvantaged students had a spread that was only one point greater
than Caucasian students (see Appendix 2). Data in Appendix 2 show that similar score ranges
were observed between African American and economically disadvantaged students test scores
spanning from 34 to 92 points, and 33 to 93 points respectively.
Three outliers were noted at 47, 50, and 59 percent for Caucasian students in Figure 9.
Not economically disadvantaged students revealed an outlier at 34 percent and one outlier was
revealed at 91 percent among Hispanic 6th grade scores.
economically disadvantaged or African American students.

No outliers were found among
Appendix 2 also shows that

economically disadvantaged 6th grade students had the lowest modal score of all three grade
levels at 51 percent. The remaining modal scores for the other student subgroups were as
follows: African American, 65 percent; Caucasian, 93 percent; Hispanic, 75 percent; and not
economically disadvantaged, 93 percent.
Among seventh grade students, economically disadvantaged students had the lowest
median score with 70 percent, African American and Hispanic students followed with a net gain
of five and six points above the lowest median score respectively (see Figure 11). In contrast,
Caucasian students maintained the highest median score among 7th grade students at 95 percent,
as illustrated in Figure 11. With a median score of 90 percent, not economically disadvantaged
7th grade students trailed behind the highest median score by only five points. Outliers were
found among Caucasian and not economically disadvantage students. The first subgroup outliers
were at 55 and 73 percentage points. The latter subgroup revealed an outlier at 47 percent (see
Figure 11). There were no outliers found among African American, Hispanic, or economically
disadvantaged students.
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In Appendix 2, it is obvious that the spread on level 2 math scores had the least variance
among seventh grade students, when compared to the results for 6th and 8th grade students.
Hispanic seventh grade students had the greatest variation with scores ranging from 45 to 100
points. This population of students revealed the highest dispersion of scores at each grade level.
The next highest distribution of scores belonged to the subgroup of students categorized as
economically disadvantage with a 52 point distribution, and scores ranging from 48 to 100
points. African American students produced math score ranged from 47 to 100 points. A range
between 50 to 100 points belonged to the not economically disadvantaged students which
yielded a 50 point range. As indicated in appendix 2, economically disadvantaged and Hispanic
7th grade students produced a respective modal score of 71 and 77 percent. The lowest modal
score of 56 percent was found among African American 7th grade students. Conversely, the
highest modal scores among this grade level belong to Caucasian and not economically
disadvantaged students with scores of 98 and 97 percent respectively (see Appendix 2).
Figure 13 shows that with a median score of 92 percent, not economically disadvantaged
eighth grade students trailed behind the highest median score by four points. Caucasian students
maintained the highest median score among 8th grade students at 96 percent, as illustrated in
figure 13. In contrast, economically disadvantaged students revealed the lowest median score at
74 percent; African American and Hispanic students followed with a net gain of four points
above the lowest median score (see Figure 13). No outliers were noted among African American
and Hispanic students. However, multiple outliers were found among the three remaining
subgroups. Not economically disadvantaged and Caucasian students’ revealed outliers at 53 and
54; however an additional outlier was revealed at 56 among Caucasian 8th grade scores. Outliers
were found at 96 and 100 for economically disadvantage students as well, as shown in Figure 13.
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As indicated in Appendix 2, the distribution of the 8th grade scores equaled 50 points with
a range spanning from 50 to 100 for Hispanic, economically disadvantaged, and not
economically disadvantaged students. African Americans had the least variance among eighth
grade students, with a range of 53 to 100. The subgroup with the second largest range belonged
to the Caucasian students with a distribution between 52 to 100 points. The highest modal scores
for all the 8th grade students studied belong to Caucasian and not economically disadvantaged
students with scores of 98 and 96 percent respectively. The lowest modal score was recorded at
71 percent which was found among economically disadvantaged 7th grade students. African
American and Hispanic 8th grade students produced a respective modal score of 73 and 78
percent (see Appendix 2).

Figure 8.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Figure 10.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Figure 12.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Although positive strides have been made to increase reading and math proficiency each
year at the district level, the gains recorded remain inconsistent as indicated by the large test
score dispersion observed among certain subgroups. Therefore, when decision-makers are only
presented with district-level snapshots of performance results as indicated in Figure 14 which
depicts relatively positive trends in reading and math performance, only half of the achievement
gap story is being told. For instance, figures 15 and 16 compares the average pass rate for
economically disadvantaged and African American sixth grade students at the school level. The
disparity in middle school academic achievement becomes more apparent when the results are
provided at each of the 22 middle schools in the Fulton County School District. The variation in
pass rates between the district level bar graph compared to the school level bar graphs imply that
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a more thorough investigation of the data must be performed at the school level in order to truly
address the achievement gap.
Figures 15 and 16 only provide a sampling of one subgroup across one grade level,
however, if one were to map the lowest performing schools on the math assessment it will be
obvious that the majority of these schools reside in the southern part of the county (see Appendix
3). For instance, during the 2006-2007 SY the lowest performing schools across all three grade
levels were Camp Creek, McNair, and Bear Creek. Similarly, the lowest performing schools the
following school year were Paul D. West, McNair, Elkin’s Point, and Holcomb Bridge Middle
School. Stars were placed above the 6th grade math scores on figures 15 and 16 to indicate that a
more detailed investigation on the social, political, and administrative barriers that may be
impeding achievement at these low performing schools is required. Finally, during the 20082009 SY, Paul D. West and McNair were the lowest performing schools.
For the purpose of this study, underperforming middle schools are identified as schools
with the lowest math pass rates for African American and economically disadvantaged students
out of all 22 middle schools for each grade level and school year.

In order to calculate

underperformance, each school was listed in ascending order according to the pass rate
percentages for both subgroups of interest on the math assessment of the CRCT. These scores
were recorded at each grade level for all three school years studied. The schools with the five
lowest pass rates were then grouped together. Since many of the same schools reappeared on the
list of underperforming schools multiple times; the two middle schools that appeared the most
often on the list of low performance were then labeled as the lowest performing middle schools
in Fulton County.
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Relative to the math scores for African American and economically disadvantaged
students, there were two schools to appear on the list of underperforming schools multiple times,
and both are located in South Fulton County (Appendix 3). Also shown in Table 5, McNair
appeared on the list for all three years and Paul D. West ranked as one of the lowest performing
schools for all three grade levels during the 2007-2008 and 2008-2009 school years. According
to the Georgia Department of Education, nearly 90 percent of the student bodies at both of the
aforementioned schools were eligible for the free/reduced lunch program during the 2008-2009
school year (Georgia Department of Education 2009). Relative to the racial demographics, both
schools had high concentration of African American population and virtually no Caucasian
students. McNair classified 96 percent of their students as African American, 1 percent as
Hispanic, and zero Caucasian students during the 2008-2009 SY (Georgia Department of
Education 2009). Paul D. West had a similar enrollment with 78 percent African American, 16
percent Hispanic, and 2 percent Caucasian (Georgia Department of Education 2009).
Other similarities between these two Title I schools include the remedial enrollment and
absenteeism statistics observed among students attending McNair and Paul D. West. Of the
1,019 students enrolled at McNair during the 2008-2009 SY, 24 percent were enrolled in the
remedial education program (Georgia Department of Education 2009). Paul D. West enrolled 13
percent of its 893 students in some form of remedial education during the same school year,
according to the Georgia Department of Education (2009). At McNair, nine percent of its 1,019
students were enrolled in remediation programs (Georgia Department of Education 2009). The
percentage of students that were absent for more than 15 days during the 2008-2009 SY at Paul
D. West and McNair were 6.7 percent and 13.5 percent respectively (Georgia Department of
Education 2009).
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A major dissimilarity between these two schools was also revealed in the Georgia
Department of Education (2009) website, which explained that Paul D. West is no longer on the
needs improvement (NI) list of Georgia schools, as of the 2008-2009 SY. In contrast, McNair
failed to meet the academic yearly process (AYP) criteria in 9 out of 10 categories during the
same school year, and therefore has held an NI AYP status since 2008 (Georgia Department of
Education 2009). As a result, McNair must either offer supplemental tutoring to its students, or
provide them with public school choice as an option. Schools with an NI status are those
institutions that failed to meet the AYP qualifications in the same subject, either reading or
mathematics participation or academic performance, for two or more consecutive years (Georgia
Department of Education 2010).
In summary, these two schools should not only be described as poor performing, but also
as demographically isolated or segregated on the basis of race and class.

The racial and

economic imbalance at these underperforming schools in the Fulton County School District
mirror the homogenous socioeconomic demographics of the communities in which they reside.
McNair is located in the College Park area and Paul D. West is located in East Point. One online
source described the demographic make-up of East Point (30344 zip code) as 76 percent African
American, 14 percent Caucasian, and 8 percent Hispanic (Hexasoft Development 2011). The
same source describes the demographics near College Park (30032) as 87 percent African
American, 7 percent Caucasian, and 3 percent Hispanic (Hexasoft Development 2011). As of
April 20, 2011, the city-data website, listed an estimated median household income for College
Park and East Point to be $30,257 and $38,964 respectively in 2009. The per capita income for
the aforementioned neighborhoods was $19,494 and $17,577 respectively, during the same years,
according to the same website.
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On average, the geographic locations of middle schools with higher performance scores
tend to be located in the northern region of Fulton County. The green stars on Appendix 3 note
this trend for three of the top performing middle schools in the Fulton County School District
which are Autry Mill, Webb Bridge, and River Trail middle schools.

Figure 14.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.

Conclusions
Across the globe, exposure to a quality education and access to supplementary academic
opportunities represent one of the most substantial determinants of an individual’s chances in life
in terms of employment, income, housing, and many other amenities. Unfortunately, equity, or
fairness, is rarely a term used to describe the education system in the United States. This is
because “many students are inadequately served in schools throughout the United States,
especially in high-poverty, high-minority communities” (Steen and Noguera 2010, 42). Beyond
the fetters associated with a student’s racial or economic background, inequality in education is
largely predetermined by the student’s social structure and family environment. For instance,
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studies show that “high motivation and engagement in learning have consistently been linked to
reduced dropout rates and increased levels of student success” (Halawah 2006, 91) Essentially
this means that students whose parents have higher levels of education and are living in a stable,
two-parent family structure often perform at higher levels than students living with parents that
dropped out of high school, or in a single-parent household. The central premise behind this
theory is that students will not have the parental support to motivate them to become strong
students in homes that lack sufficient parental education, or a stable family environment.
According to Halawah (2006, 93), some of the “important factors include parental involvement
in their children's education, how much parents read to young children, how much TV children
are allowed to watch and how often students change schools.”
The disparity in the quality of education becomes increasingly apparent when comparing
the middle school academic performance in North Fulton to South Fulton County. Such a
comparison will show that the middle schools with the highest Criterion Reference-Competency
Test scores are located in the suburban northern region of the county while schools with the
lowest CRCT scores are in the more urban southern region. The poor performing middle schools
that tend to enroll high concentrations of poor and minority students are faced with persistent
achievement gaps, and often feed into high schools with alarming dropout rates (Steen and
Noguera 2010).
Currently, the state of the public education system in the United States is challenged for
nearly every state, especially since the economic collapse of 2008. This situation is further
worsened for some districts because of resegregation trends and judicial precedence. It is
important to note that despite the exponential rise in educational interventions that have been
implemented and tested across America to increase academic preparedness and student
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performance since the now infamous release of A Nation at Risk; middle school students have
received significantly less attention than other age-groups such as pre-kindergarten, elementary,
and high-school students.

Much of the previous literature on middle school academic

achievement largely concentrate on puberty-related disengagement, student-centered motivators,
peer-pressure to fail, school accountability, teacher quality, and community engagement. The
large majority of these past studies have attempted to identify the reasons why many minority
and economically disadvantaged students find it more difficult to perform on the same level as
their Caucasian and non-economically disadvantaged peers on standardized proficiency tests.
This research attempted to examine similar barriers to reading and mathematics
performance for middle school students by analyzing the CRCT test results of this population in
the Fulton County School District. Among the many identified barriers to academic performance
this research revealed that race and economic status, and geographic location of the student’s
school and or neighborhood do pose obstacles to academic achievement in the Fulton County
School District. The findings show that Hispanic middle school students had the lowest basic
reading proficiency, and economically disadvantaged middle school students had the lowest
basic math proficiency for all three years.

In addition, as previous studies suggested, the

geographic location of the school also may influence academic performance because the most
qualified teachers are attracted to the schools located in safe areas, with low student disciplinary
problems, high parent and community involvement, and positive achievement trends. The two
schools identified as the lowest performing institutions were both demographically isolated with
nearly 96 percent of the student body being classified as African American, and 86 percent were
enrolled in the Free Reduced Lunch Program at McNair during the 2008-2009 SY (Georgia
Department of Education 2009). Similarly, Paul D. West is comprised of 78 percent African
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American students and 85 percent are enrolled in FRLP (Georgia Department of Education
2009).
Although this study only focused on 22 schools in a single district, this paper on middle
school academic performance contributes to the inclusionary zoning platform by bringing
awareness to the disparity in education between the academic performance observed in less
racially and economically isolated schools located in North Fulton County compared to racially
and economically homogenous middle schools located in South Fulton County. With regard to
federal and local policymakers, the lessons to be learned from this case study can serve as a
foundation for more equitable and effective education strategies through the application of the
four tenets of public administration such as equity, efficiency, effectiveness, efficiency, and
economy. This researcher believes that when it comes to education, the most salient principle is
equity above all else.

Recommendations
With a new high school opening in Fulton County next Fall, which sits to the east of
Milton High School, the Fulton County School District is currently faced with a daunting
challenge of redistricting the attendance zones in the area, it is clear that education is a political
game. Typically, powerful homeowners associations lobby the school board to leave their
establish subdivisions intact. However, given the disparity in the quality of education between
schools located in North Fulton when compared to the poor performance observed in many
South Fulton County schools, this redistricting task provides the Fulton County School Board
with a unique opportunity to address a broader range of issues, such as overcoming the social
and economic disadvantages that hinder academic achievement within the Fulton County School
District. For instance, with the implementation of controlled inclusionary zoning practices built
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around a magnet school, and supported by limited busing programs, the new high school would
be able to achieve an economically balanced enrollment within the district. Also, it will likely
boost the performance of students seeking to enhance their academic prowess by attending a
magnet school within their district. To be sure, an inclusionary zoning is suggested here only
with the approval of the citizens.
Safety and teacher quality are the perceived advantages of attending a magnet school
over a regular public school (Smrekar 2009, 220. However, magnet schools still fall under the
jurisdiction of public school alternatives, so they are financially more affordable than private
schools and, therefore, less of a risk for parents. In essence, all the three recommendations,
magnet schools, cross-town busing programs, and inclusionary zoning practices, provided in this
analysis are some form of managed public school choice. Proponents “argue that [school choice]
can achieve many of the benefits of market competition and accountability without tackling the
immense political hurdles that face voucher proposals” (Godwin et al. 2006, 783).
Finally, students would receive free transportation to the new magnet school through the
continuation of cross-town busing programs such as minority to majority. Although critics argue
about the cost of busing programs, the long-term financial reward predicted to be gained from
the expected higher academic performance will outweigh the upfront cost associated with crosstown busing programs.
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Appendix 1. Pass Rate on Math and Reading CRCT Assessment for Fulton County Middle Schools
Fulton County 6th grade Reading 2007
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Fulton County 6th grade Reading 2008
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Fulton County 6th grade Reading 2009

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 7th grade Reading 2007
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82

Fulton County 8th grade Reading 2007

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 8th grade Reading 2008
Mean
Median
Mode
Standard Deviation
Fulton County 8th grade Reading 2009

Mode
Standard Deviation
Fulton County 6th grade Math 2007

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 6th grade Math 2008
Mean

43

Median

64

91

60

52

85

Mode

57

93

71

43

92

12.60108

10.57529

17.3237

16.49083

10.41375

1AA

1C

1H

1ED

1NED

Mean

72

90

74

69

87

Median

74

96

74

71

92

Mode

74

96

67

72

97

13.31127

13.78877

10.65933

13.55812

10.37352

3AA

3C

3H

3ED

3NED

Mean

69

93

71

64

83

Median

70

96

75

64

85

Mode

75

94

*

48

94

12.97477

8.624834

15.5719098

11.745603

14.18888

2AA

2C

2H

2ED

2NED

74

94

73

70

88

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 6th grade Math 2009

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 7th grade Math 2007

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 7th grade Math 2008
Mean
Median

73

94

73

69

89

Mode

71

90

73

60

89

12.37300

4.1851

13.603124

13.028576

8.973446

1AA

1C

1H

1ED

1NED

Mean

79

93

79

75

90

Median

81

96

77

78

92

Mode

72

95

77

89

97

11.08553

13.5

3.5

6.798693

8.576454

3AA

3C

3H

3ED

3NED

Mean

80

93

81

76

91

Median

79

98

80

71

94

100

98

100

100

96

9.096859

12.27907

14.1077051

12.32537

7.434064

2AA

2C

2H

2ED

2NED

Mean

75

91

71

73

86

Median

74

94

73

73

91

Mode

73

98

82

72

74

13.60724

9.672178

13.2787522

11.846524

11.63352

1AA

1C

1H

1ED

1NED

79

95

75

75

91

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 7th grade Math 2009

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 8th grade Math 2007

Mode
Standard Deviation
Fulton County 8th grade Math 2008

Standard Deviation
Fulton County 8th grade Math 2009
Mean
Median

79

96

78

75

96

Mode

78

99

78

77

99

11.97699

4.666424

10.20245

12.78849

9.719623

Standard Deviation

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Appendix 2. Mean, Median, Mode, and Test Score Range by Grade Level and Averaged Over Time
Reading Performance
6TH GRADE
AA
C
H
ED
NED
MODE
89
100
87
90
99
MEDIAN
91
98
90
90
98
MEAN
91
97
89
89
96
RANGE
81‐100
82‐100
67‐100
80‐100
82‐100
SPREAD
19
18
33
20
18
7th GRADE
AA
C
H
ED
NED
MODE
93
98
100
84
97
MEDIAN
91
98
87
84
97
MEAN
89
98
85
86
95
RANGE
72‐100
89‐100
63‐100
71‐100
81‐100
SPREAD
28
11
37
29
19
8th GRADE
AA
C
H
ED
NED
MODE
100
100
100
100
100
MEDIAN
96
100
93
94
99
MEAN
95
99
89
92
98
RANGE
82‐100
88‐100
63‐100
76‐100
90‐100
SPREAD
18
12
37
24
10
Mathematics Performance
6TH GRADE
AA
C
H
ED
NED
MODE
65
93
75
51
93
MEDIAN
65
93
67
60
88
MEAN
64
88
66
59
83
RANGE
34‐92
45‐99
28‐96
33‐93
45‐100
SPREAD
58
54
68
60
55
7th GRADE
AA
C
H
ED
NED
MODE
56
98
77
71
97
MEDIAN
75
95
76
70
90
MEAN
74
93
74
70
87
RANGE
47‐100
67‐100
45‐100
48‐100
50‐100
SPREAD
47
33
55
52
50
8th GRADE
AA
C
H
ED
NED
MODE
73
98
78
71
96
MEDIAN
78
96
78
74
92
MEAN
78
93
76
75
89
RANGE
53‐100
52‐100
50‐100
50‐100
50‐100
SPREAD
47
48
50
50
50

Averages
93
93
92
TOTAL
108
Averages
94
91
91
TOTAL
124
Averages
100
96
95
TOTAL
101
Average
75
75
72
TOTAL
295
Averages
80
81
80
TOTAL
237
Averages
83
84
82
TOTAL
245

Source: Compiled from Georgia Department of Education for Middle School data from 2006, 2007, and 2008 SY; see also Appendix 1.
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Appendix 3. Map of Lowest Performing Schools in Fulton County School District

Source: Fulton County School District, accessed October 10, 2010.
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